self, the difficulty of crossing boundaries, including bounded notions of race and heritage, and the horror and solace of artistic creation, exemplifying how precision and integrity constitute both the aesthetic and the political substance of Harper's provocative and demanding art.
The volume thus reveals that the result of Harper's lifelong pursuit of these ideals is an opus that consistently provokes and demands new ways of thinking about the difficulties and distinctiveness of African American life. These new ways include Harper's unusual, sometimes personal reservoir of allusion and his non-European conception of artistic precision, through which he resists the aesthetic stagnation and imprecision both of the political rhetoric that sometimes passes for a black aesthetic and of the racial bias in mainstream literary appreciation that tends to underestimate the complexity of minority and non-Western cultures. This unconventionality sometimes results in poems that fail to yield their meaning fully, and their incommunicative beauty will frustrate many readers, especially given the defiant attitude with which they are offered. But largely, this difficulty results in a new sense of how poetic language conveys insight about the human pain and hidden truth of black experience. The second time through the volume, after digesting its two essays and the notes to individual poems, I had developed the requisite awareness of an omnipresent past and of Harper's critique of the racism of recorded history to appreciate both his unique sense of how history informs the personal and the beautiful continuity of his artistry. In his best poems about personal pain, about historical figures like Frederick Douglass or about musicians and writers and, therefore, about artistry, his chiseled, forbidding poetics effectively suggest the harrowing unity between vision and memory, Western and non-Western, pain and beauty, by which Harper defines black identity and resists literary convention.
Readers unfamiliar with Harper's work will find in this volume a comprehensive representation of how Harper pushes us to reconsider limited ideas of race and art, and given the volume's unique concluding material, scholars will have the means to assess more fully Harper's distinctive union of aesthetic and political ideals. As such, this volume deserves to be read, and Harper himself deserves to be remembered as one of the most important poets of his time. What astounds me at this moment in history is that George Washington Carver still has the ability to amaze, inspire, and call forth the best in our imagination. This is what has taken place in Marilyn Nelson's brilliantly lyrical Carver: A Life in Poems. In this volume, one discovers Nelson's use of prayers, lyrics, letters, and an incredible application of place and differing voices. Nelson is able to give the reader vivid and sustained images and photographs of those individuals entering, influencing, and exiting the world of George Washington Carver. This book of poems is successful in suggesting that Professor Carver was and remains a gentleman for all seasons.
Marilyn Nelson richly sculpts out Carver's life, beginning with the moment he and his mother were kidnaped by slavers and John Bentley was hired to rescue them. It is ironic that Bentley was only able to bring the sickly infant George back to the Carvers. Nelson informs us that Bentley:
Tracked the bushwhackers two days south of here and caught up with them down in Arkansas ....
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